INTRODUCTION {#sec1-1}
============

Good communication between doctors and their patients is an essential part of a medical care, and the expression of patient needs is an essential dimension of the communication process.[@ref1][@ref2]--[@ref6] Findings from patient-centered research can help us to improve our understanding of problems in health care. Understanding patients' expectations and evaluations in everyday life promises to elucidate doctors' problems with non-compliance.[@ref7] Good doctor-patient relationship occurs when the doctor has a clear understanding of a patient needs.[@ref1][@ref8] Consumer satisfaction is generally considered the extent to which consumers feel that their needs and expectations are being met by the services provided.[@ref9] Meeting or failing to supply the care patients hoped for is an important predictor of patient satisfaction.[@ref10]

There is little or no information on the patient\'s expectations at a primary care level in Saudi Arabia and most countries in the Middle East. The current study was undertaken to explore the patient\'s expectations before consulting their general practitioners (GPs) and to examine the factors that influence these expectations.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS {#sec1-2}
====================

Background {#sec2-1}
----------

Since the implementation of primary health care services in 1980 in Saudi Arabia, 1766 primary health care centers (PHCC) belonging to Ministry of Health have been established. The total number of GPs are 3260, only 240 (7.4%) of whom are Saudis. In the Riyadh region, there are about 673 GPs, only 26 (3.8%) of whom were Saudis.[@ref11] The majority of the practicing GPs in Saudi Arabia are non-Saudis who have no formal training nor qualification in family medicine.[@ref12]

Design {#sec2-2}
------

A cross-sectional study was conducted at five primary health care centers (PHCC) representing different geographical areas of Riyadh City (the capital of Saudi Arabia) during the month of January 1997.

Sampling {#sec2-3}
--------

A systematic random sampling was used to select every third Saudi patient aged 15 and above. The target number was 20-25 male patients and the same number of female patients daily, for five consecutive days at all five selected primary care centers.

Data collection {#sec2-4}
---------------

A self-administered anonymous question-naire was given to the selected patients before consulting their GPs. The questionnaire included thirteen questions exploring patient needs and expectations. The patient\'s views on the kind of GP they are looking for, the role of GP, whether they expect drug prescription and the reasons for consultation were included in the questionnaire. The patient was considered illiterate if he/she could not read and write, while, patients who had had primary, intermediate or high school education were considered to be at pre-university level of education. Patients who had university or post university formal education were considered to have high level of education. Five-point Likert type scale was used to measure the degree of respondents in most of the questions. However, in some, close-ended (yes or no) type was also used.

The questionnaire was subjected to a pilot study at King Khalid University Academic primary care clinics. The questionnaire was modified according to the responses received.

Data analysis {#sec2-5}
-------------

The data were analyzed using SPSS/PC statistical package[@ref13]. Chi-square statistical test was used to compare between categorical variables. P-value \< 0.05 was considered significant.

RESULTS {#sec1-3}
=======

Nine hundred and forty four patients (944) were enrolled in the study. Most of the patients in the study sample were below 60 years of age. More than half (53.3%) of them were male. About half of the patients were at pre-university education level and 9.1% illiterate. The majority (74.6%) of the patients of whom were males than females (42.8% and 31.8% respectively) preferred to be seen by Saudi doctors (p\<0.0001) ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Patient\'s perceptions regarding what sort of GPs they are looking for in Saudi Arabia, 1997

![](JFCM-10-39-g001)

The majority of patients (78.0%) would be entirely comfortable when talking with GPs about the personal aspects of their problems if necessary. About one third (34.5%) of the patients were happy if the GPs prescribed a lot of drugs for them.

Most (94.9%) patients liked to have some explanation of their illnesses and the results of any test done from their GPs. 92.6% of patients would like to have more tests done to confirm the diagnosis of their illnesses ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

About half (47.4%) of the study sample, 26.1% of whom had pre-university education thought that the role of GP was mainly to refer patients to different specialists ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

The role of GP from patient\'s perspective

![](JFCM-10-39-g002)

More than half (55.2%) of patients, 33.8% of whom were illiterate or had pre-university education did not think that the GPs could deal with the psychosocial aspects of organic diseases ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

About 70% of the study sample, 40.8% of whom were illiterate or had pre-university education was sure that the GP could reach the right diagnosis of their problems and that his or her management was the right one ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

The commonest reason for consulting GPs was to have a general checkup. The next reason was to get a referral letter, and next was to get sick leave (53.1%, 37.0 and 30.9% respectively) ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Common reasons for consultation in relation to gender among patients attending PHC centers in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

![](JFCM-10-39-g003)

About two thirds (63.7%) of the patients expected to receive drug prescriptions on consulting their GPs. There was no significant difference between male and female (p = 0.2324) ([Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Patient\'s expectations regarding drug prescription in relation to gender and education level

![](JFCM-10-39-g004)

DISCUSSION {#sec1-4}
==========

The finding that most patients were below 60 years of age, the economically productive segment of the society, is consistent with the demographic picture of Saudi Arabia as a young population.

The majority of patients preferred Saudi doctors. This could mean that doctor-patient communication is much easier when both patient and doctor come from the same culture. In contrast, expatriate doctors may have communication problems since 31.3% of non-Saudi doctors did not speak Arabic.[@ref12]

About one third of the patients were satisfied with GPs who prescribed a lot of drugs. This is higher than was found in the Eastern Province.[@ref14] This could be explained by the belief of some patients that taking a number of medications would shorten the period of recovery.

Most patients expected GPs to spend some time explaining the nature of their illnesses and the results of tests done. This is consistent with the findings of other studies.[@ref1] A finding that was expected was that about half of the study sample thought that the GPs main role was to refer patients to different specialists. This finding is much higher than the actual referral rate (3.2-4.2%).[@ref15] Furthermore, this figure is also higher than the real expectations, where 37% of the patients consulted the GPs to get referral letters.

This could be interpreted as the finding that 31.4% of the study sample was not sure that the GP could reach the right diagnosis and management. In addition, some patients thought that some medical problems (e.g. surgical, eye or ear) were within the peerview of GPs. Saudi patients would sometimes insist on referral to hospital because they felt that care was much better there. This idea is not necessarily true and should be strongly discouraged in patients.[@ref16] About half of the patients did not realize that GPs could deal with the psychosocial aspects of organic diseases. This could reflect the patient\'s previous experience of the medical care by the GPs. The commonest reason for consulting GPs was for a general check-up. This finding is lower than in other studies.[@ref1]

The second commonest reason for consulting GPs was to get a referral letter. This is higher than what was found in Western populations.[@ref1][@ref3] This finding highlights the role of GPs from the patients' perspective; which indicates that our public still underestimates the role of GP. Public awareness of the actual role of GPs should be raised on the individual and community level. General practitioners should have adequate training, in doctor-patient communication and interviewing skills, in order to improve the GPs role in patient care.

About two-thirds of the patients expected drug prescriptions on consulting their GPs. This finding is consistent with the findings of other studies in Western populations,[@ref17]--[@ref19] but relatively lower than findings in Eastern populations.[@ref20] In a similar population in Riyadh, Kalantan\'s finding of drug expectation was higher (88%).[@ref21] This may be due to factors relating to doctors and patient beliefs. Doctors may contribute to this by their prescribing habits, prescribing too readily because of over- estimation of patients' expectation for drugs.[@ref20][@ref22][@ref24] Also the fact that in Saudi PHCC drugs are free to all residents and most expatriates may contribute to this high prescribing rate.[@ref23]--[@ref25]

It is interesting to note that the majority of patients would be entirely comfortable when talking with GPs about the personal aspects of their problems when necessary. This finding should emphasize the importance of a holistic approach in general practice consultation; to include physical, psychological, and social dimensions of the patient\'s problem.

General practitioners should be skilled in discerning their patient\'s expectations, so that, they can either be met or its appropriateness explained.[@ref26][@ref27] Since one third of patients in this study consulted their GPs to get sick leave, doctors should try to discern their patient\'s agenda and reconcile this with their own.[@ref28] Unmet expectations adversely affect patients and physicians alike. The lack of fulfillment of patients' requests plays a significant role in patients' beliefs that their physicians did not meet their expectations for care.[@ref29] GPs should be trained well enough to play the standard role of Primary Care Physicians. Undergraduate medical education should be adopted to make it compatible with patients and community needs.
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